mean to go to Sennaya Market tomorrow. Goodness, we are quite
out of salt. Yes, there are five cigarettes left. I am going to ration
them. They are getting terribly scarce now. Please try and go to
sleep . . . Have you had a good night? Drink your tea while it is
hot...'

The doctor had been right. Food and the sense of security, however
strangely framed, soon worked on Michael. He got better, the sunken
cheeks and thin arms began clothing themselves with flesh, and the care
Frossia expended on him came to lose some of its earlier, feverish
urgency. An occasional spell of leisure was now hers. Sometimes she
went to Moyka and spent a happy enough hour among her friends. She
had mentioned Michael in a brief fashion, and left him unexplained. She
met Nikolashka, and was able to allay his fears about herself. 'Nothing is
ever likely to happen. There had not been a real row with Comrade
Nikita, and I am a fully registered member of the working community,*
she assured Nikolashka. 'Please don't look so troubled/ To Nikolashka
she had said little about Michael, conscious that a casual meeting would
explain more than necessarily fumbling explanations. The Parnikovs
she had not seen for many a day, nor had any news about Lilian come
her way.

There were evenings when she wandered down Millionnaya Street,
crossed the huge, silent Palace Square, and meandered on, always
westwards until she reached the end of her desultory pilgrimage at the
mouth of the spacious Mariinsky Square, and could look at die huge
pale building of the theatre, and her memory was free to steal into die
days when she had understood the ballet and needed it. But the walk
back home was not disturbed by any such flights of fact and fancy
intermingled. She knew she was walking back to Moshkov Lane where
a thin, wasted body still demanded attention.

Michael no longer discussed either poetry or painting. He began
showing rather heavy gratitude, and this descent to admittedly normal
levels of behaviour at once pleased and annoyed her. The newly
developed housewife in her could not but welcome the relief of
ordinary approaches to ordinary tasks of the day. Her other self nursed
a vague repugnance at Michael's novel absorption in cups, plates,
basins, and their contents.

'What really divine gruel,' he murmured one evening when she gave
him boiled millet for supper, and the extravagant word slashed at her
so that she stood, platter in hand, looking at him hard.

105